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INTRODUCTION

In 1534 Henry VIII severed all ties with Rome and became the supreme
head of the Church of England. It took the government less than two decades to
vanquish the rituals which people had known for centuries. The English people
confronted issues which affected not only their lives, but also their concept of life
after death. Their last will and testaments provide a great insight as to how they
faced these religious changes. Specifically, their burial, funereal and charitable
provisions reflect how they dealt with the new religion being thrust upon them.
This paper seeks to answer the question of how changes during the Reformation
affected the English people as seen through the charitable and funereal
provisions of their wills. Seemingly their funereal provisions would undergo great
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change due to the religious upheaval; however, this was not the case. Old
traditions took on new meaning, yet remained outwardly unchanged.

Once

Purgatory no longer officially existed what became of the substantial sums which
had previously been used for prayer? Charities benefited most from the loss of
Purgatory. Previously, the poor received charity as a means of salvation for the
deceased. Giving money to the poor secured prayers for the soul of the
decedent. As the need for prayers waned in importance, the needs of the poor
gained recognition. This period, loosely defined as the "Reformation decades"
encompasses the later part of the reign of Henry VIII and the short reign of his
son, Edward VI - - roughly 1533 through 1553.
England did not approach its reformation in the same fashion as other
European countries. In the Sixteenth Century a Reformation spread through
Europe attacking the very foundation of the Catholic religion. The Reformation,
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defined in the dictionary as a "16th Century movement against abuses in the
Roman catholic Church ending in the formation of the Protestant Churches,"
changed the religious face of Europe. England did not follow this defined path to
Reformation.

True England, like her neighbors, had long suffered abuses within

the church. This may account for the support, or more accurately the lack of
revolt, Henry VIII received when he broke with Rome in 1534. However, the
motivation behind Henry VIII's break with Rome did not stem from a lack of
commitment to the church; in fact, a more committed man would be hard to find .
As the younger son of a king, Henry Tudor was schooled in theology.
He defended the Church against the heresies of Martin Luther in his Assertio
Septem Scaramentorum, published in 1521. 'The King was anything but a
natural revolutionary."1 By all accounts Henry had enjoyed a good relationship
with the papal authorities. A. F. Pollard states that "his ingenuous deference to
the papacy was in singular contrast to the contempt with which it was treated by
more experienced sovereigns."2 Henry's break with Rome was personal, not
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theological, which makes England unique in its approach to the Reformation.
Yet the changes which Henry VIII set in motion deeply affected the theology of
the church.
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England abolished the doctrine of Purgatory after three hundred years of
existence. Idolatry and superstitions beliefs were no longer tolerated. Purgatory
encompassed a large part of the Catholic religion , and the church reaped
substantial financial rewards from investments in prayers for the soul. Reformers
argued that the concept of Purgatory had no basis in scripture, and that "Christ

1 A.G. Dickens, The English Reformation (New York: Schocken Books, 1964),

p 95.
2 A. F. Pollard, Henry VIII (New York, 1966), p. 44.

3

speaketh not one word of Purgatory - no, nor any place of all the scriptures from
the first word of Genesis to the last of StJohn's Revelation." 3 People would
soon be able to verify this themselves with an English translation of the Bible
forthcoming. Protestants explained that believers are assured an immediate
passage to Heaven after death by the atoning work of Christ. "Since Purgatory
does not exist, prayers and masses for the dead are no more than fraudulent
inventions of the priesthood, devised in order to increase its wealth and to
maintain its ascendancy over simple consciences here in this world."4 "Henry VIII
began in motion a virtual eradication, within one life span, of practices which had
for generations lain close to the very heart of popular piety."5 The people of
England gave little resistance, and allowed Henry VIII and the Protestant
reformers to shape a new religion.

.m,
~
-r c

't:.:·.J
0

1.}:1
;0'
3

.-J
:: .

·-

3 Peter Marshall, ed. The Impact of the English Reformation 1500-1640 Readers

in History Series (New York: Arnold , 1984), p. 136.
4 Ibid., p. 137.

5 Ibid., p. 137.
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CHAPTER ONE
WILLS: A BRIEF HISTORY

By our period the last will and testament had long been a part of English
culture. By Cnut's day, the notion was already current that "it was a crime to die
intestate."6 Male freemen were expected to make a will. Bishops, priests,
widows and unmarried women were also free to bequeath their property.
According to common law, married women and villeins owned no chattels and
therefore could not dispose of them by will without the consent of their husband or
lord. However, both were anxious to provide for their souls, and in practice many
members of both groups made wills which were successfully executed. 7 The will
represented a last chance to provide for the good of a testator's soul. Religious
motives for making wills continued to be a powerful force. As a general rule
through the Twelfth and Thirteenth Centuries chattels were distributed according
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to custom with one-third going to the wife, one-third to children, and one-third as
a testator saw fit (if no children, then one-half to wife and one-half as testator
saw fit) .8 A testator had some flexibility in providing for the good of his soul. To
provide for one's soul held utmost importance in a society where death could
some swiftly and without warning. In 1348 the Black Death killed between
one-third and one-half of the entire population of England.9 Between 1430 and

6 Michael Sheehan, Marriage, Family and Law in Medieval Europe (University of
Toronto Press, 1996}, p. 4.
7 Ibid., p. 6.
8 Ibid., p. 313.
9 Christopher Daniell, Death and Burial in Medieval England (London, New York:
Routledge, 1997), p. 189.
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1480

there were eleven outbreaks of plagues and eighteen years of epidemics.1 o

In the years leading up to the Reformation, the ever present threat of death kept
benefits to the soul a priority. Notably, the increase in the number of wills in
different areas paralleled the progress of the plague.1 1
As the Fourteenth Century progressed testators asserted more control
over their chattels. Conditions often came attached to bequests. Terms such as
the withdrawal of a bequest if a wife should remarry were not uncommon. The
testator gained more control over his property after death. By the middle of the
Thirteenth Century the taking of an inventory and rendering of account by an
executor had become regular procedure. 12 In general "executors were obliged to
satisfy the debts of their testators, otherwise the testators soul would be in
peril." 13 To this end executors could sell the decedent's property to provide for
debts. In 1480 Choke Justice of the Common Pleas considered that an executor
"was entitled to buy a testator's property himself if no one else wished to pay as
much for it ... for this stand with good conscience with our law."14 No conflict of
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interest existed as long as the decedent's debts could be met and his soul saved
from damnation.
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Church courts handled all aspects of probate except real property, which
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fell to the secular courts. Acceptance of the will, inventory, accounts of the
executor, payment of debts, and distribution to heirs all fell under the jurisdiction
of the Church court. A trend began in London in the 1490s whereby litigants

10 Ibid. , p. 189.
11 Michel Mollat, The Poor in the Middle Ages an Essay in Social History (New
Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1986), p. 199.
12 Sheehan, p. 6.
13 Norman Doe, Fundamental Authority in Late Medieval English Law.
~Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1990), p. 140.
4 Ibid., p. 140.

began to drift away from the Church courts to seek justice in the secular city
courts. Plaintiffs, including creditors of the deceased, encouraged city officials to
control church court probates. 15 Their reluctance towards the church courts had
nothing to do with religion -- only business. Litigants in search of courts favorable
to their causes gradually abandoned church courts. 16 Whereas there existed a
complete agreement between temporal and spiritual authorities over accepted
norms, a lack of enforcement of those norms pervaded the church courts. "The
ultimate sanction of church courts had been excommunication, while this could
work in smaller societies it was all but ineffective in London, where pimps and
vagabonds already lived outside of society by their own actions. "17 Civic
authorities began to regularly challenge the church courts. From 1521 London's
mayor and alderman, through their own appraisers, became overseers of the
Inventory and administration of wills in London Church Courts. In 1529
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Parliament enact a statute which reduced probate fees in church courts and

d

insisted on a return to the level of fees charged in Edward Ill's time- not
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surprisingly the rich benefited most from this arrangement . Although London
church courts continued to prove wills for centuries to come, from at least the
1520s they acted only under the shadow and sufferance of city officials. 18
By our period then wills and their probate had long been an established
practice in England. These wills provide evidence from all classes of people who
might otherwise not appear in history. This is something rare in itself. "Wills
exhibit in the most authentic manner the state of religion and the condition of

15 Richard M. Wunderli, London Church Courts and Society on the Eve of the

Reformation (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1981), p. 137..
16 1bid., p. 137.
17 Ibid., p. 139.
18 Ibid., pp. 116-117.
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various classes of people."19 While this paper does not seek to determine the
condition of various classes of people, the state of popular religion at the time of

the Reformation is of utmost interest. Robert Brentano, in his remarks about
medieval Roman wills, stated that "it is hard to think of any evidence (except a
penitentiary's) which could so quickly expose men's souls, so neatly defined their
final duties and affections. 20 Truly wills provide great insight into the final duties
of men. Perhaps the most obvious reason to study wills as a source for the
Reformation era is that they survive in such great numbers from this period.
Henry VIII set in motion a change so great that it vastly affected the lives of
his citizens, yet he encountered little resistance. It appears that his subjects were
ready for this remarkable change. A G. Dickens confidently asserts that England
"was by 1553 so firmly Protestant that Mary's attempt at counter reformation was
necessarily bound to fail. "21 Revisionists challenge this view. In the early 16th
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Century some testators indeed left bequests for bibles and sermons. In his 1552
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will, Gilys Levyt of Bury provided for "Sir John Starma, or some other, make at my
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buryyall daye a smale collacon of of the Scripture."22 The Protestant emphasis on
"the Word" was not considered unacceptable.23 Yet by mid-century Protestants
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still comprised a small and, in many places, tiny minority movement.24 Based

19

John Gough Nichols and John Bruce, eds, Wills from the Doctors Commons
(New York: Johnson Reprint Corp, 1968, originally published London, 1863), p. 4.
20 Steven Epstein, Wills and Wealth in Medieval Genoa 1150-1250 (Harvard
University Press, 1984), p. 137.
21 Nicholas Tyacke, ed., England's Long Reformation 1500-1800 (London, 1998),
p. 308.
22 Samuel Tymms, ed, Wills and Inventories from the Registers of the
Commissary of Bury St. Edmunds and the Archdeacon of Sudbury (London:
1968) p. 141.
23 Andrew D. Brown, Popular Piety in Late Medieval England: the Diocese of
Salisbury. 1250-1550 (Oxford University Press, 1995), p. 228.
24 Christopher Haigh, English Reformations. Religion. Politics and Society under
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upon his reading of twenty-five hundred wills from the first half of the Sixteenth
scarisbrick describes a society committed to the old religion until the
t ry, J .J ·
Cenu
moment it became supplanted.25 We may never know whether the people of
England felt ready for the Reformation, but most agree that the Reformation
decades brought an immediate decline in the Catholic commitment.
In the course of the Reformation decades even the older age groups
moved decisively away from traditional Catholicism.26 Testators, often above
average age, provide evidence of this shift in commitment. In general the
decline of Catholic commitment seems to have proceeded more quickly among
townsmen than among their rural counterparts.27 Londoners appeared to
embrace the new religion quite quickly, while the Protestant advance was slower
in the North and West of England. However, having said that, in both the towns
and countryside an unmistakable decline occured. Even those historians who
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favor the slowest timeframe for reform agree that England had become a
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Protestant nation by the end of Elizabeth l's reign .
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So it seems that Henry's people chose to follow him on the road to
Reformation, but why was there so little opposition to change? The Reformation
supplanted in decades a religion that people had known for centuries. Of course
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seeds had been planted earlier by John Wycliffe, who rejected the biblical basis
of papal power in the Fourteenth Century. His followers, the Lollards, advocated
reform centuries before it's time. The Catholic Church, in combating the Lollards,

the Tudors (Oxford University Press, 1993), p. 200.
J.J. Scarisbrick, Reformation and the English People (Oxford: Blackwell
Publisher, 1984), p. 4.
26 Robert Whiting, The Blind Devotion of the People, Popular Religion and the
English Reformation (Cambridge University Press, 1989), p. 147.
27 Ibid., p. 146.
25
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eople's belief in Saints and miracles. Sermons encouraged the old

called upon P

ways and the Lollards remained the minority. Ironically when Henry later
instigated change "the predominant reaction to assaults upon the old religion was

·t

acquiescence rather t han res1s ance.

»28

Perhaps the reason the Reformation encountered little resistance lay in
that the changes were not too radical. The passion of Christ and the word of God
were already accepted (although not emphasized) by the Catholic religion. "The
Reformation was accepted with a relative lack of violence less because the cry
for reform had become stronger and more because it did not represent a
complete break with the past."29 In effect the continued repetition of traditional
roles through a period of dramatic religious change eased the transition to
Protestant modes of thought. 30 Once Henry secured his position as head of the
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English Church, and the money that came with it, he did not show much interest
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in changing Church doctrine. In 1539 Henry reaffirmed his commitment to the
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Catholic practice by passing into law the Six Articles. These articles affirmed the
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transubstantiation of the Eucharist, confession, private masses, celibacy vows,
r

and the sanctity of the Eucharist cup.

Six Articles. Some official hesitation was expressed in 1536 and again in 1538
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Henry's son, Edward VI, later repealed the
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about the doctrine of Purgatory, but it too was not officially denied until Edward
VI's reign . The continuity of traditional practices eased the transition to
Protestantism. The pre-Reformation era has been characterized as a time of
"blind devotion of the people" -- a time when devotion exceeded knowledge. 31 As

2a
29
30
31

Ibid.
Brown, p. 251 .
Tyacke, p. 134.
Whiting, p. 147.

.

,

theology elluded most people, the maintenance of traditions became enough to
placate them.
Scarisbrick offers the crown's policy of gradualism as another reason for
the lack of opposition to reform . "They picked off the targets one by one
piecemeal." He cites the lull of seven years from the time the last of the
monasteries went down until the attack on chantries and guilds effectively began;
the fifteen year gap between the assertion of royal supremacy and the repudiation
of the mass; and the ten year difference between the destruction of shrines and
the forbidding of intercession of saints. 32 The English people had the chance to
get used to one change before the next occurred. Seemingly, once it had begun,
no great cry came forth from the people to stop the destruction of the Catholic
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religion. According to J.J. Scarisbrick, no examples occured in England of the
dissolution of monasteries unleashing penned up violence against monks and
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nuns, or mobs ransacking religious houses as happened elsewhere. 33 This
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statement suggests that the people of England felt no great anger toward the
church itself.

While nuns and monks seemingly escaped violence, abbeys were
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considered fair game. Corruption within the church had long been a source of
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anger for many people. Evidence suggests that despoiling local abbeys became
commonplace.
Greed, primarily of the upper classes, can be blamed in part on the
acceptance of the dissolution of the monasteries. "Layfolk were to fall upon the
monastic spoils with uncommon speed and few blushes once those spoils were
on display."34 Opportunity created the appetite, and supply the demand.

32 Scarisbrick, pp. 61 -2.
33 Ibid. , p. 7 4.
34 Ibid., p. 75.
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· s came under increasing attack from members of the gentry. Motivated
Chantne
more often by material interest than by Protestant conviction, this development
can be traced to the earliest years of the Reformation. The example thus set by
his social superiors must have eroded even further the confidence of the average
man in the traditional organs of intercession. 35

Michael Sherbrook, a minister

of the Established Church in Elizabeth's reign , asked his father, who had joined in
the despoiling of the local abbey of Roche in Yorkshire, about what had gone on
in his mind when he was taking part in the pillage. Michael put two questions to
his father, the first was whether his father up to that time had thought well of the
"religion then used" the answer was "yea". He then asked how he had been so
ready to destroy and spoil the thing that he thought well of to this question his
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father replied he had done what he did because everyone else was doing it "what should I do?" he protested "Might I not as well as others have some profit of
the spoil of the abbey."36
As a result of the dissolution of the monasteries, the city of London
experienced a steady and rapid growth during the reign of Henry VIII. Growing
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room made available from previously monastic land allowed for expansion. Great
townhouses and spacious gardens absorbed the areas gained from monastic
confiscations. Not surprisingly Protestantism advanced more quickly in the city
than in rural areas. People proved less likely to accuse the monarch of
wrongdoing while benefiting from his decisions. Henry VIII successfully
implemented a Reformation without any great struggle from his Catholic subjects.
Yet he did not fully dictate popular belief, many examples of his subjects doing
as they chose can be found throughout the period. The Henrican government

35 Marshall, p. 130.
36 Scarisbrick, p. 70.
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abOlished monastic life, brutally despoiled the saints' shrines, forbade
superstitious cults, and provided English Bibles in the churches. "Such masterful
acts of state powerfully affected, though they never totally dictated, popular belief
and opinion.37 Evidence indicates that the most usual response of the English
people to the Reformation was co-operation or acquiescence rather than overt
dissent. 38 This acquiescence is evident in the wills of the period, wherein the
sharp decline in Catholic commitment becomes abundantly clear, although the old
ways were not completely eradicated
As with any source the use of the data wills presents problems. As wills
were generally made near death, they tend to largely represent older generations,
rather than the young or middle aged. For instance, fifty percent of Fifteenth
Century Norfolk testators made their wills between three months and two years
before death noble families appear to be the exception to the rule and often
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made their wills years in advance, no doubt to make sure their worldly goods
were properly disposed of. However, many people waited until their deathbed to
make a will.39 Artistically captured in many death bed scenes the act of making a
will at the last minute seems common practice. This practice had its risks. A
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dying person could either give a verbal will, or risk dying intestate. In such cases
the disposal of the decedent's money rested largely on trust. Many suggest that
those whose religious beliefs were wavering on the eve of the Reformation likely
reverted to Catholicism on their deathbeds to avoid jeopardizing their souls. "Old
ways of worship did not change easily and men were not likely to jeopardize their
chance of remission for their souls in purgatory, or prejudice hopes of eternal life,

37

Marshall, p. 107.

38 Whiting, p. 265.
39 Daniell, p. 32.
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If they could atone in some way in their wills."40 With these general cautions in
mind we turn to the question of preambles.
The preambles of medieval wills are much different than wills today. They
clearly indicated the dictums of the day in regard to religious leanings. A will with
the traditional Catholic preamble included requests to the Virgin Mary and the
saints for salvation. Wills with a Protestant preamble would indicate the
testator's confidence in salvation through God or Christ alone.

Some wills

proved more passionate it their preambles than others. The 1537 will of William
Shepard of Mendelysham provides a fine example of a man with strongly held
beliefs.
" The xijth day of December, in the yere of our Lord God M ccccc
xxxvij, the xxix yere of the reign of our sou'aign lord king Henry the
viij, protector of the feyth and the suppreme hed immediately vndr
God of thys catholyke Church of England, I Willam Shepard, of
Mendelysham ... ....forsake synne, and, agreyng to the othe that I
pmysyd to God and to my prynce, which is your suppreme hed of
thys church of England immediately under God, I also forsake the
Bysshoppe of Romes vsurpyt pouer wherin he caused me to trust,
and commytte me vnto God and to hys marcy, trustyng wt oute
any dowte our mystrust that by hys grace and merete of Jesu
Cryst, and by the verteu of the holy passyon and of hys
resurreccon . I haue and shall haue remyssyon of my synne and
resurreccon of my body and sowle" 41

Evidence supplied by the preambles of wills confirms the finding that
Protestantism grew more rapidly in London than in other parts of the realm. In
the years 1530-9 only six percent of London wills contained a Protestant
preamble, but by the period 1539-47 the number of testator's wills using the

40 Susan Bridgen, London and the Reformation (Oxford: Oxford University Press,

1989), p. 383.
41 Tymms, p. 131.
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protestant formula had over doubled to thirteen percent. By Edward VI's reign
ad risen to an amazing thirty-two percent.

this amOunt h

In Canterbury the

number of Protestant preambles quadrupled from one percent in 1535-40 to a
high of four percent in 1541 -6. In Durham and York the number of testators with
Protestant preambles in the decade 1534-1546 never surpassed one percent. 42
The rest of the country did not necessarily follow London's lead. Yet even
when a rise in Protestant preambles did not occur, traditional preambles
experienced a decline. In York the bulk of wills remained traditional, but by 1551
they only comprised one-third of the total. The Protestant form was only used in
nine percent of York wills during the Edwardian period. This stood in sharp
contrast to London wills which, as previously stated, rose to thirty-two percent
during Edward VI's reign.

The overall pattern shows traditional assertions of
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faith fell to the minority by the later part of Edward VI's reign, but nowhere had the
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Protestant formula become the majority.43 It seems that wills which avoided
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explicit declarations of allegiance became the majority. These testators
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bequeathed their souls to God asserting neither Protestant nor Catholic beliefs.
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The reliability of preambles as historical sources has been called into
question. Some suggest that without supporting evidence from religious
bequests in the main body of a will the preamble alone must be discounted as
"what may well be a ritualized or impersonal statement of questionable utility."44
They suggest that the formulas used in preambles were largely based on
scribe's habits and that while "some will makers followed local fashion, others

42 Whiting, p. 224.
43 Haigh, p. 94.
44 Tyacke, p. 118.
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t'olrowed official policy."45

It is hard to imagine that wills did not reflect the

testator's beliefs, or that one would sign a document with clearly different religious
Ideology to their own. Others believe that the influence of priests on wills is
overstated. "Just as conservative parishioners chose conservative priests to
witness their wills, so evangelical parishioners chose gospel preachers and
evangelical scriveners." 46 To add to the confusion, many people bequeathed
their souls to their maker, while also including money for saints and the high altar.
Clearly people felt ambiguous when professing their faith.
Three quarters of those Londoners whose wills were proved on the eve of
the Reformation expressed their belief in the Catholic doctrine of mediation.47
This statistic backs up Haigh and Scarisbrick's contention that society remained
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firmly Catholic until the eve of the Reformation. The upheaval of the Henrican
and Edwardian Reformations, along with the Marian counter-reformation, left the
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English people confused and uncertain which way to turn regarding their religious
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declarations.
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The people of England had to be flexible to appease the reigning
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monarch. The most extreme example of this flexibility is found in the will (s) of

n

Geoffrey Toms of Herefordshire. He executed two wills on June 15,1559 with
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the same executors and witnesses; the copies were identical in every respect
save that one had a traditional preamble and the other Protestant. 48 He, or his
scribe, was determined to submit the right kind of will for probate. While Geoffrey
Toms' will provides and example of the neutrality present by the 1550s, It seems
safe to say that, as Professor Scarisbrick discovered after reading numerous

45 Haigh, p. 201.
46 Bridgen, p. 384.

47 Ibid. , p. 30.
48 Haigh, p. 201.
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wills, the great majority of people continued to make traditional bequests to the
49

Church throughout the 1530s.

It is generally agreed upon that when used in considerable numbers, wills
are broadly acceptable for indicating trends of opinion. As previously mentioned,
they remain available in substantial numbers from this period and therefore
provide an abundant source of information. In addition to the declaration of faith
contained in their preambles, wills provide information concerning burial and
funeral rights. Testators often left explicit instructions in their wills concerning
their burial and funerals to which we now turn.
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CHAPTER TWO
THEFUNERALCEREMONY

Medieval funeral rituals resisted the changes brought on by the Reformation.
The Reformation, which focused on an avoidance of idolatry, left many symbolic
movements of the funeral ceremony intact.

During the early years of the

Reformation, few people, besides the Protestant enthusiasts, were convinced of
the absence of purgatory. "Gentles and commoners alike persisted in their
demands for comprehensive funeral rituals. "50 Purgatory existed in England for
almost three hundred years and could not be eradicated overnight, a fact the
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Crown seemed well aware of. Although some official hesitation was expressed in
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1536 and 1538 about purgatory, it was not denied until Edward's reign. The early
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Reformation period did not immediately affect peoples' belief in the most
important aspect of the funeral. Prayers for the testator's soul continued to
occupy an important part of the funeral ceremony.

W:::l

;::-.:ll,
~~;;..:-:~1

:.. _~';":; ~1

===-=-::-,

~rl:

~-;· I

,_1

II

Anne Buckenham's 1539 will provides a good example with her request that
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"at my burienge daye the prisshe preste of the churche of oure
ladye shall have at the Diridge and masse xxd"
She goes on to provide for masses at her "xxxth day as in my buryall daye" as
well as provisions for the poor on both her burial day and 30th day. 51
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Even after

the official abolition of purgatory, some people continued to practice their old
ways- - albeit more discretely. Traditional Catholic funeral practices continued in

50 David Cressy, Birth, Marriage, and Death; ritual, religion and the life-cycle in
Tudor and Stuart England (Oxford University Press, 1997), p. 398.
51 Tymms, p. 138.
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Lancashire well into the late 16th Century. It appears that Lancashire
traditionalists had to work around the edges of the new official religion sustaining
their belief in purgatory through subterfuge, or informal domestic devotions. 52
While northerners held onto their traditional beliefs, much of the country followed
the official policy, and prayers for the deceased abated over time.
Increasingly in the 16th Century, testators had greater involvement in their
own funeral arrangements. In the wills of Bury St. Edmunds eleven percent of
testators between 1439-1482 mention burial whereas twenty-seven percent did
between 1491-1530.53 The growing interest in funeral arrangements represents
its importance in society. Death in the community causes a profound emotional
and psychological disturbance. The value of the funeral ceremony's ritual
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restatement of social stability and order ensured its survival despite opposition
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from reformers. 54 The English reformers did not seek to radically change funeral
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ceremonies, as happened in many other countries. The Calvinist position, which
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forbade prayers, singing, and sermons was rejected by the crown . Instead the
government followed Luther who, believing that the masses were most moved by
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surface displays of ceremony, permitted funeral services with processions and
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singing. A notable change involved psalm singing in English, which replaced
Latin prayers for the dead. As an avoidance of idolatry governed a large part of
the reform of churches and church ceremony, symbolic movements were largely
ignored_ 55

c

52 ressy, p. 400.
53 Daniell, p. 196.
54 Jennifer Woodward, The Theatre of Death; the ritual management of royal
funerals in Renaissance England, 1570-1625 (New York: Boydell Press, 1997) p.
54.
55 Ibid. , p. 49.
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The avoidance of idolatry did have some effect on English funeral
provisions. The changes involved eradication of images, included those used at
funerals. Pre-Reformation ordinances specified that four banners of saints would

be bome about the corpse in a funeral procession.56 As the idolatry of saints
beCSme extinct, their banners gave way to heraldic arms. The coat of arms and
escutcheons (shield shaped emblems) became the only adornment of the funeral
hearse which sharpened the secular focus. The focus now rested on the corpse
and not the saints. Ironically, the traditional thirty-day period during which the
hearse remained standing at the church choir also persisted, despite it origins in
the trental mas. "The trental mass signaled the end of the primary phase of
intercessionary prayer in pre-reformation obsequies."57
Other changes occurred. Under Edward VI the communion table replaced
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the altar with the result that the funeral ritual became more visible to the
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congregation. Changes brought on by the Reformation clearly put more
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emphasis on the individual. The deceased now rose above the saints and
became the focal point of the funeral procession, and participation of mourners in
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the ceremony increased. Another funeral ritual which changed symbolically, but
not outwardly, was the casting of earth into the grave. The first Edwardian prayer
book assigned the priest the task of casting earth into the grave, but by 1552 this
symbolic action could be performed "by someone standing by. "58 The priest no
longer stood between the people and Heaven resulting in more direct involvement
of the people in the funeral ceremony. Funerals rituals did not become obsolete
due to the Reformation, but rather gained momentum during the Sixteenth

56 Ibid., p. 40.
57 Ibid., p. 49.
58 Cressy, p. 398.
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Century.

Far from fading with the Reformation the medieval ars moriendi (art of

dying) enjoyed a lively revival under Elizabeth and the early Stuarts.59
The government did not seek to create opposition to the policies of
Reformation, and seemingly left well enough alone in many areas. The
government's interest in the funeral ritual reflects its general recognition of the
social value of religious ritual and ceremony. 60 That is not to say that changes
to the funeral ceremony did not occur, however, those changes were relatively
small. In 1547 an injunction on the use of candles was instigated to prevent them
from being lit around the corpse when brought into the church. The practice of
adorning the hearse with candles seemed to have disappeared completely under
Elizabeth, at least in London. Candles had been an integral part of the
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pre-Reformation hearse, as "it was believed that they could charm away evil
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influence." It was not unusual for candles to be moved to the altar or an image
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after the funeral, and they might also be placed around a tomb on the anniversary
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of death.61 Clearly these superstitious beliefs could no longer be endorsed.
Another belief associated with driving out evil, bell ringing had been an
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important feature of the medieval funeral. A memorandum from the 1498
records of St. Mary at Hill sets out the fees for bell ringing services. "12d if a
knell was rung on the second bell for one hour'' and "40d if it were to be rung for a
half a day."6 2 Unlike the use of candles, bell ringing remained a part of the funeral
ritual, despite its superstitious associations. The government allowed the

59
Ibid., p. 389.
60
Woodward, p. 54.
61

Ibid., p. 45.
Henry Littlhales, ed. The Medieval Records of a London City Church (St. Mary
at Hill). A.D. 1420-1559 Early English Text Society, original series no. 125 (New
York: Kraus, 1987, originally published London, 1904), p. 225.
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.
tt'on of this practice as they saw the social value of bell ringing to mark
oonttnua

the death of a member of the community. They did eventually curtail the amount

of ringing allowed and in 1563 limited it to one short peal. 63 However, as with
many other practices, people continued to do as they had always done. Clear
evidence exists of abundant bell ringing well into Elizabeth's reign, despite the
1563 restriction. 64

The offering ceremony, to enact the succession of a noble family, also
continued in its pre-reformation form, despite the fact that it was regarded as
Catholic with a mass penny presented to the Church on behalf of the deceased.65
The ritual enactment of aristocratic succession served the interest of the State
and was therefore retained despite its religious overtones. The Protestant
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Reformation had little impact on the scale of elite funerals, only stripping them of

~~-~

crosses and silencing the singing of dirges. Even the reformers who frowned
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upon pomp understood the social benefits of a well furnished funeral
procession.66 Funeral ceremonies focused on the social status of the decedent
more than ever before. It mattered little to religion how the body came to the
church, as long as it was moved without superstition; rather the transport of the
dead was a civil affair balancing the estate and circumstances of the deceased
with social and cultural concerns of the living.67
Preparation for death became more and more elaborate in the late Middle
Ages. This is reflected in the development of the genre of death literature such

63 Woodward, p. 55.
64 Ibid., p. 58.
65 Ibid., p. 51 .
66 Cressy, p. 449.
67 Ibid. , p. 436.
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85

the ars moriendi (art of dying).68 In the later medieval period advise literature

flourished, and the ars moriendi fit into this category. The ars moriendi became a
how-to-do-it book of death, a practical handbook for the ordinary sinner in

extremis.69 "It was critically concerned with the manner of death in this specific
sense: that the character of one's death could be reasonably detached from the
manner of one's life, and that self-improvement could, if necessary, be a matter of
eleventh hour reform ." This did not have to occur with the assistance of clergy; in
fact it could occur at home.70 While it was based on the ritual developed by the
medieval church, the ars moriendi dealt with the solitary nature of death and the
choices which every man must make for himself.
:-~...~~ .
Another important element of the funeral ceremony, alms for the poor,
remained despite its Catholic origins. Alms for the poor at funerals had long been
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an established tradition in England. Handouts to the poor were made in
expectation of prayers for the deceased's soul.
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Funerals drew the poor like bees

to honey. "Tens or even hundreds of paupers followed the corteges of the
wealthy, waiting for their posthumous handout."71 It would be quite reasonable to
imagine that whenever or wherever a funeral obit took place the poor of the town
were informed.72 No doubt the poor looked forward to the assistance. At some
funerals the crush was so great that people were killed.73 The 1533 will of

68
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Miri Rubin, Charity and Community in Medieval Cambridge (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1987), p. 259n.
69
Paul Biniski, Medieval Death Ritual. and Representation (New York: Cornell
University Press, 1996), p. 39.
70 Ibid. , pp. 39-40.
71 Mollat, p. 232.
72 Rubin, p. 263.
73 Mollat, p. 265.
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Robert Astbroke of High -Wycombe, Buckinghamshire is a prime example of the
tradition of alms for the poor. He sets out that :
"I wyll that there be spent emonges priestes, clerkes and pore
pepel; at my burying and monthe mynd tene poundes at lest" 74

The desire of the wealthy to give alms went beyond charity. In addition to
other-wordly benefits, such generosity at funerals fostered social prestige and
drew attention to the fact that the deceased was not a pauper.75 The poor
enjoyed the social benefits of a good funeral. Clothes were an important item
given at the funerals of the rich, as they wanted the funeral processron to be as
grand as possible. 76 Sir Thomas Gresham in his 1575 will provided for "gowns of

6s Bd per yard given to 100 poor men and 100 poor women to bring me to my
grave."77 It did not look proper to have shabby paupers at ones funeral. The
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poor were allowed to keep the garments, however, it is likely that they were later
sold for food and drink. 78 The truly poor did not have much use for being well
dressed if it entailed going hungry. The funeral "was a- time when the poor were
treated with the greatest liberality and honor."79 However, the underlying
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question remains - were these distributions to the needy, or payments for
effective performance?

74 Andrew Clark, ed. Lincoln Diocese Documents 1450-1544 (New York: Kraus,
1990}, p. 166.
75 Epstein, p. 160.
76 Rubin, p. 262.
77 John Gough Nichols and John Bruce, ed. Wills from the Doctors' Commons
}New York: Johnson Reprint Co., 1968; originally published London, 1863), p. 88.
8 Rubin, p. 262.
79 Ibid. , p. 260.
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Distributions to paupers at funerals was not only the domain of the
wealthy, money was given to the poor by all that could afford a burial. For
instance, In his 1540 will Richard Newcome of Lincolnshire left 6s 8d for his
burial and a total of 8s 8d for the poor people in surrounding villages.ao The
understanding that recipients would pray for the deceased's soul, proved a great
incentive to give alms. The goal was to procure as many prayers as possible to
pass quickly through purgatory. "On the whole, giving at funerals seems to have
been aimed at procuring a variety of benefits for the dead, not alleviating the lot of
the intercessors."81 In support of this argument, it seems that the character of
the poor never became an issue, only the number of recipients. Although the
question of the "deserving poor" occupied the minds of theologians and
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canonists, most testators in the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Centuries did not

:... ~~~
;~\II
":·f"-·' 1

closely identify the recipients of their bounty at funerals. As seen through wills
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and funeral customs, the poor were viewed as a group, rather than as individuals
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in need. 82 Their spiritual powers, not their need, became the focus. The poor
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remained at funeral services after the Reformation, despite the fact that their
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presence was originally associated with relieving the pains of purgatory. Their
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non-ecclesiastical status made justification for their participation more easily
transmuted into one of social benefaction. 83 Regardless of the motivation for
funeral donations to the poor the assistance provided great, although often
temporary, relief. The funeral ritual, which included the paupers, was an act of

80 Clark, pp. 230-1 .
81 Rubin, p. 262.

82 Ibid., p. 264.
83 Woodward, p. 44.
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immediate charity. Unlike many other costs, it was not put off until the executors
inventoried the estate.
No chapter on English funeral practices would be complete without a peek
into how the wealthiest and grandest in the land held their funerals. Of course,
this means the kings. Like their countrymen, the funerals of kings began quite
simply. "William the Conqueror was stripped and left almost naked on the floor
of a house and was refused burial in a plot of land." 84 Both the kings of France
and England developed their funeral ceremonies from relatively unceremonial
low-key affairs in the eleventh Century to magnificence by the thirteenth Century.
By the 1272 burial of Henry Ill, kings were being laid to rest decked out in their
richest clothes complete with crown. Evidence suggests that Henry Ill was the
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first King borne to his grave in a coffin with an image of wax outside, this may
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have been due to the three month delay in his burial. 85 Although its roots may
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have been in practicality, the use of effigies caught on. The first indisputable use
of an effigy was that of Edward II in 1327. The use of effigies contrasted with the
earlier practice where the corpse itself was exhibited. Edward the Confessor and

d~
~~,1

~~i

J
'J.

William the Conqueror were both carried to their graves unembalmed and
covered on a bier. The funeral of Henry II took the practice one step further with
his body being openly displayed arrayed in coronation ornaments with face
uncovered.86 By the early 14th century the use of effigies had become an
established practice at royal funerals.

84 Daniell, p. 183.
85 Woodward, p. 66.
86 Ibid. , p. 65.
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As with other pre-Reformation effigies, the head of Henry VII was based
on his death mask.87 It has an almost life-like quality about it. It remains one of
the most powerful and expressive busts in English Renaissance Art. The
pre-Reformation effigy had served its purpose at the completion of the trental
mass. The robes and regalia were returned to the Great Wardrobe, but the
effigies were retained by the abbey, perhaps to mark the place of burial until such
time as a monument was erected.88 In light of the marked iconoclasm of the
Reformation, it is surprising that the effigy ritual survived at all, but survive it did
into the early 17th Century. 89 Of course the "most gaudy of funeral effigies was
that of Henry VIII". The dissolution acts of 1536 and 1539 meant that monks and
friars disappeared from the funeral procession. At Henry VIII's funeral the
miniature procession which conveyed the coffin to the funeral chariot was
dominated by bishops.90 This practice did undergo drastic change, and by the
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time of James I officers from the college of arms made up the funeral procession.
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Like many good Catholics of his day, Henry VII proved extremely pious
upon death. He established the famed chapel at Westminster Abbey that bears
his name, and specified that no less than 10,000 masses should be said for his

: JI

n•

··},

soul immediately after his death. 91 His son, Henry VIII, despite the Reformation
he created, also died a Catholic. His will asked for intervention by Mary and the
saints, like his father's, and he even went so far as to insist on the reality of
Christ's presence in the Eucharist. Henry VIII left £666 to the poor to pray for his

87

Anthony Harvey and Richard Mortimer, ed. The Funeral Effigies of
Westminster Abbey (New York: Boyden Press, 1994), p. 7.
88 Ibid., p. 10.
89 Woodward, p. 66.
90 Harvey, pp. 7-8.
91 Woodward, p. 41 .
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soul and £600 for a chantry of two priests at Windsor, and four solemn obits each
year. Henry VIII, like many of his subjects during the first decades of the
Reformation, thought still upon purgatory and entrusted his soul to the virgin and
saints. Whereas he led England down the road of Reformation, It should be
noted that Henry VIII did not envision or intend what followed in his son's reign when the assumptions of his will were overthrown one by one. 92
Henry VIII, while a religious man, loved earthly show. Even his funeral
provided a spectacle of grand proportion. He proved no less generous with the
funeral processions of his many wives. The mother of his son and heir, Jane
Seymour had a grand effigy in robes of state, a crown of gold, scepter, jewelry
and a pillow of cloth of gold. Even Anne of Cleves, Jane's successor and Henry's
"Flanders Mare", was accorded the honor of and elaborate street procession,
although no effigy. 93 Absence of a succeeding monarch at the funeral ceremony
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was traditional. None of the Tudor monarchs mourned at the funerals of their
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predecessors. 94 Therefore, Edward VI did not see the grand funeral procession
of his father, which would become the model for his own funeral six years later.
Edward VI's funeral took place on August 8, 1553, and although the liturgy was
new, the form had it's roots in history. The procession, based on that of his
father, contained an effigy not quite as ostentatious.95 Edward VI has the
distinction of being the first king laid to rest under the new liturgy. The
Reformation had changed much by the death of Edward VI, yet the funeral
practices remained largely the same.

92 Haigh, p. 167.
93 Harvey, p. 8.
94 Woodward, p. 62.
95 Harvey, p. 8.
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CHAPTER THREE
BURIAL PRACTICES

Expenses incurred as a result of death in medieval England did not end with
the funeral ceremony. Burial and subsequent prayers for the deceased often
exceeded the cost of the funeral.

Burial costs varied depending on the

circumstances and place of burial. Testators always left the cost of burial directly
to the burial site96, a practice which led to disputes over where people could be
buried. The variety of masses that followed provided the church with a lucrative
income which far exceeded the proceeds of burial. Indeed the Church grew
wealthier from the death of its members.
The mortuary fee was technically a voluntary gift of the testator for
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forgotten tithes. The fee was normally an object and was often a man's best
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animal (horse, cow) or a lady's best piece of cloth.97 In theory only those who
could afford it paid the mortuary fee. Only those who possessed goods valued at
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£16 13s 4d or more were required to pay mortuary fees and only then when
(

constrained to do so by local custom. The fee was based on a sliding scale from
3s 4d to 1Os, based on movable wealth of the decedent, but it could also be
subject to negotiation. 98 In theory the mortuary fee seemed a fair and practical
way to provide for the expenses associated with burial, however, in practice
problems existed. Edward Hall, chronicler of the first session of the Reformation
Parliament, recorded the complaint that "the clergy, such was their charity, would
take a dead man's only cow from his beggared children rather than forego their

96 Epstein, p. 151.
97 Daniel, p. 60.
98 Cressy, p. 457.
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mortuary dues."99 Clearly this indicates dissatisfaction with the abuses in the
system.
Income associated with burial became a major source of conflict between
parish churches and their chapels, among others.

At a county level chapels

often outnumbered the churches. Chapels were often distant from the parish
church and supported by the laity or a powerful lord. Chapels dependent on the
parish church could apply for burial rights, but these were often contested due to
the profitability of burial. While Chapels acquired many rights over time, these
rights often did not extend to burial. When conflicts over burial place arose, one
solution was to divide up the body and distribute the parts to different churches.
For example, Richard of Cornwall (brother of Henry Ill) was buried in his
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foundation, Hailes Abbey, but his heart was interred in the choir of the Franciscan
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Church in Oxford. Monasteries saw themselves as the natural choice for
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important burials and were affronted when people chose to be buried
elsewhere.1oo Of course, the option of burial in a monastery ended with the
Reformation. In addition to churches and monasteries, hospitals also enjoyed
some burial privileges, although they were limited. In Ely the hospital of St John
had its relations with the parish laid down by Episcopal ordinance, which limited
its burial rights to brethren and inmates. Where hospitals had burial rights, a
compromise was usually reached with the local parish church. "When hospital
burials took place it was rectified by a payment to the parish Church to which the
dead person belonged."101 Thus everyone gained financially.

99 Dickens, p. 95.

1oo Daniell, p. 92.
101 Ibid., p. 91.
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Fees for burial did not change with the Reformation, and neither did the
places of burial. It has been suggested that burial beside a relation, often in the
same tomb, was a post-Reformation Tudor phenomenon. Christopher Daniell
argues that family ties featured strongly in medieval requests for burial. In a
study of over four thousand pre-Reformation wills from York, Daniell found that
two hundred sixty-seven people requested burial near a spouse. This number
becomes significant when compared with only one hundred and eighty-seven
requests for burial near the coveted altar in the same sample. Burial near
parents was the next most popular request with fifty-four requesting burial near a
father; twenty-four near a mother; and forty for burial near their children. 102 The
number of people actually buried near family members may be far greater than
the evidence from wills suggests. The desire to join their spouses in death may
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explain why the widowed tended to omit mention of a burial site a little more
frequently than most other people. 103 In Alyce Harvy's will of 1538 she states
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"I bequethe my sowle to allmyghty God my maker and redemer; my
body to be buryed in the porche of the sowth syde of Saynt Mary's
churche by my husbond, Fyrmyn. "104
It seems that preference for burial beside a spouse, or family member began
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before the Reformation and existed long after. Family ties continued to be strong
regardless of the changing religious climate.
Burial in consecrated ground also remained unchanged with the
Reformation. Most wills specify which church the decedent wishes to be buried at
by name. Burial in a churchyard could be denied under certain circumstances,

1021bid., p. 101.
103 Epstein, p. 28.
104 Tymms, p. 135.
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however "the horror of a non-cemetery, or non-church burial was such that in
practice few people were exempted." The cemetery in the Middle Ages was the
second holiest place in a town or village, after the church. If bloodshed occurred
within the grounds, the cemetery became polluted. The pollution of a cemetery
meant that no one could be buried there until the pollution was removed and the
ground reconsecrated by the Archbishop. 105 A cemetery could remain polluted
for years, yet under normal circumstances burials there thrived. "The majority of
Christians were buried in consecrated ground outside the church and their graves
were unmarked except for the disturbances of the earth."106 The Reformation
did not alter the age-old custom of burial in consecrated ground. Church of
England ministers, like their predecessors, insisted bodies could only be buried
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in consecrated ground. The burial provided Christians a chance to gather
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together within a sacred enclosure completing their bond of association between
the dead and the living, a tradition that had continued for more than one thousand
years and remained unbroken by the Protestant Reformation.
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Prior to the Reformation a lay person may have chosen to enter a religious
house as death approached to gain the spiritual value derived from holy orders
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and burial in a monastic habit. This practice explains the popularity of religious
houses as burial sites and their earlier advantage over urban parish churches.10?
Yet with the dissolution of the monasteries this option quickly vanished. Unlike
their Catholic brethren, Protestants knew no spiritual advantage to being buried in
one piece of ground rather than another. However, proximity to the altar and

1os Daniell, p. 109.
106 Cressy, p. 465.
107 Epstein, p. 147.
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location within the chancel or aisle still mattered for social reasons.108 Premium
placement with an appropriate memorial would demonstrate for posterity the
position one held in the world. The need for social recognition replaced the
former need for salvation. A cynical observer might say that the two were
intertwined all along.
Increased preference of burial place is evident in wills from the 15th and
16th Centuries. Very few testators specified the place of burial within a church
before 1399. This gradually increased with ten percent of testators specifying
burial place between 1400-1449 growing to twenty-five percent between
1450-1538. In the Diocese of Salisbury sixty-one percent of wills from the 15th
Century ask for burial within a church. 109 The reasons for burial within the
church had been much different before the Reformation. People desired as much
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assistance as they could get from the saints to aid them through Purgatory, and
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burial near an altar was desired. An analysis of four thousand seven hundred
York wills from 1389-1475 revealed one hundred and sixty-three known requests
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for burial near altars. By far the most popular altar was that of the Virgin Mary
with forty-four requests, followed closely by Saint Nicholas and Saint Katherine.
~

Interestingly, Saint Michael, the Archangel who weighed souls to determine if one
would go to heaven or hell, only received three requests for burial. 110 Apparently
this location proved a bit too intimidating for many.
By far the most coveted place for burial before the Reformation was under
the feet of a priest near the high altar in a direct vertical line to heaven. "The
hope was that the religious power of the Transubstantiation would emanate to the

108 Cressy, p. 461.
109 Brown, p. 93.
110 Daniell, p. 98.
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cjeCSBsed's soul and help it through Purgatory."111 Of course this choice of
burial place was not available to everyone, and even those who had the funds
were not always guaranteed the coveted spot. Only certain people were allowed
burial in the chancel: Rectors, Vicars, Chaplains and only the richest and most
important lay people. The 1535 will of Gilbert Wigan, vicar of Great Gaddesden,
Herfordshire is a prime example he requests
"my bodye to be buryed in the said chirche of gaddesden in the
space nye unto the chauncell afore the crucefixe, nere there
112as my
brodre lames wigan lieth, orels where itt shall please god".
The low figure for the number of Rectors who wished to be buried outside the
Chancel shows how far the area outside the Chancel was considered from the
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spiritual center of the Church.113
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The Reformation undercut the religious reasons for preference of burial
place, but it did not eliminate the practice of selective placement in the ground,114
which continued unabated. The Elizabethan and Stuart elite continued to use
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their Churches as mausoleums though rather to assert the lineage and status of
11 5
the living than to acquire any posthumous merit for the dead.
The luxury of
using the church as a family crypt was only available to those whose resources
matched their egotism. Interment inside a church was disruptive as well as
expensive. The cost of removing and replacing masonry for interment inside the
church necessarily restricted the practice to the wealthier families. Interment
could cost £5 15s quite apart from the costs of memorials and furnishings of a

111 Ibid., p. 101.
112 Clark, p. 180.
113 Daniell, p. 98.
114 Cressy, p. 460.
1151bid., p. 461.
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tomb. Sometimes the fees for repairing the pavement were not forthcoming, and
8 grave could remain uncovered, in one case, for up to

1 year. 116 On the lower

end of the scale, the nave provided the cheapest area for burial within the
Church.

In the early Sixteenth Century burial in the nave cost 6s Bd with 20d

going to the Priest. 117
By far the majority of peopie could only afford burial in the consecrated
churchyard with no memorial, and the very poor were at the mercy of the Church.
People proved willing to pay for the burial of relatives, who had neglected to
provide for this themselves. A special feature of the Middle Ages was the
payment by the weli-to-do for the burial of the very poor. In the records of St.
Mary at Hill warden's accounts the following is recorded: "Item resseyued of
Margaret Bull for pe burial! of a straunge childe. "118 Unlike their English
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counterparts, the Genoese of the same period left bequests to a wide range of

....

charities, but not one of them left money for burying paupers.119 When ali else
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failed buriai of paupers feii in the jurisdiction of the church. The records of St.
Mary at Hill do not refer to the coilection of money in the church, but a note "tells
us that alms gathered in the church shali be reserved towards burials of the poor
people and other deeds of charity. "120
The reasons behind burial preference changed significantly, yet to look at
a medieval or Renaissance church the change would be anything but apparent.
Those who could afford it still rested at the front of the church, while the majority
remained satisfied with consecrated ground. Many post-Reformation burials

116 Ibid., p. 463.
11 7 Daniell, p. 59.
118 Littlehales, p. 129.
119 Epstein, p. 165.
120 Littlehales, p. 6.
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involved showing social status by using pre-Reformation traditions. The loss of
Purgatory as a defining force in burial practices changed little outwardly. Yet the
emphasis switched from the need for prayers for salvation to the confidence that
through Christ alone salvation was possible. After burial of the deceased there
was no longer an ongoing relationship with the living. The Calvinist Prayer Book,
issued in 1552, omitted all prayers for the dead. "The fact that nothing more
could be done for the deceased was underlined in instructions to the ministers to
turn away from the corpse at the moment of committal and address instead the
mourners."121 The focus shifted to the living who could continue in their earthly
lives safe in the knowledge that their loved one had passed straight to heaven.
Edward VI had the singular privilege of being the first monarch buried in
Westminster Abbey according to the Protestant Prayer book. Unfortunately he
also has the distinction of being the only king to have been baptized, confirmed
and buried by the same Archbishop (Cranmer), who was also the author of the
revised liturgy.122
Purgatory officially existed in England from its formal acceptance by Pope
Innocent IV (1254) until the Kings Book of 1553. The date Purgatory was "born"
as a place in Christian theology is between 1170 and 1180 at the School of Notre
Dame in Paris. 123 Over three hundred years later the doctrine of Purgatory was
abolished in England. Yet it greatly influenced people's beliefs in the intervening

time. The introduction of Purgatory made it important that people should be
remembered. One way of achieving this was the use of stained glass windows.

121 Woodward, p. 52.
122 Anthony Harvey and Richard Mortimer, ed. The Funeral Effigies of
Westminster Abbey (New York: Boyden Press, 1994), p. 8.
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The early Tudor glass at St. Neot contains depictions of the donor's invocations
of the saints shown above them and exhortations to pray for their souls. 124
Another visual reminder of the deceased came in the form of their tombs. During
the 13th Century lay effigies in church became more common. Some offer the
theory that the watchful eye of the deceased provided a powerful incentive to
pray for their soul. Later, effigies gave way to cadaver tombs, which had
originated on the continent, and were first incorporated as a grave design in
England in 1420. The cadaver tomb incorporated a sculpture or depiction of a
corpse decomposing, often heightened by the inclusion of worms and toads in
and on the body. They provided powerful images of mortality, "reminding the
onlooker that life and worldly pomp was transient."125
The change in appearance of funerary monuments after 1400 resulted , in
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part, from the lessons learned during the Black Death (1350). "The importance of
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status symbols diminished, whilst keeling and the portrayal of children became
more common."126 In 1550 many pre-Reformation tombs were officially ordered
destroyed. Edward VI's government abandoned to destruction all the tombs of
the Earls and Dukes of Lancaster and York. Petitions to save the tombs were
occasionally submitted, but ironically no great outcry about the destruction
occurred - perhaps because the royal tombs did not escape destruction either
(Henry I and Stephen's were both destroyed)_127 The Reformation made itself

124 Diarmaid MacCulloch, ed. The Reign of Henry VIII: politics. policy and piety
~New York: St. Martin's Press, 1996), p. 210.
25 Daniell, p. 184.
126 Ibid., p. 195.
127 Ibid., p. 201 .
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felt in disassociating the desire for the perpetuation of a testator's memory from
the concept of post-mortem intercession for the soul. 128
By far and away the most popular type of remembrance came in the form
of masses and obits. "Nearly anyone who could pay for any sort of funeral was
able to buy masses for a week or a month - even if they could not afford an
anniversary mass."129 Even those incapable of financing individual intervention
found prayers and masses available on a communal basis. A relatively modest
offering procured the addition of a name to the parochial bede-rof1_130 The
records of St. Mary at Hill provide a fascinating glimpse into what one might find
on entering the church:

:;'

"On any weekday we should find the morrow-mass priest singing his
mass so early that in winter he would require candles, p. 317.
Later on the six or seven chantry priests would be singing their
matins, hours and masses, some at one alter, some at another,
the chantry priest of John Bedham sang at St. Katherine's altar
immediately after the morrow-mass. Later on the chantry priests
would be singing their evensong and compline; and probably at very
varying times, Placebo and Dirige"131
The numerous donations for the soul found in English wills of this period
demonstrate that the laity did indeed fear the judgement of God. Penitence and
satisfaction for sins did some good, and for all this a will represented a last
chance . This long held belief did not disappear overnight. At the Reformation,
as before, thinking upon the saving power of Christ's passion did not always
detract from a belief in intercessionary prayers. 132 In the mid 1530s two out of

128 Tyacke, p. 125.
129 Epstein, p. 154.
130 Marshall, p. 123.
131 Littlehales, p. 317.
132 Bridgen, p. 382.
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three testators explicitly asked for prayers after death. J.J. Scarisbrick even goes
so far as to suggest that the other one-third of the people may have taken prayers

tor granted.133 The Edwardian regime changed all that-- at least on the surface.
His government abolished chantries, the mass, and pulled down images and
altars. The people conformed to the new services and mainly did what they
were told, "but theirs was an external obedience only, for official Protestantism
was still a minority faith ." 134 Prayers for the deceased infiltrated all areas of
worship in a cult of the dead that persisted right up to the Edwardian reign .135
In the decade during which the Reformation Parliament carried forth its
revolutionary work there was no substantial falling away of gifts and bequests for
prayers for the dead. 136 Such endowments were not prohibited by law in the
Henrican period as they later were under Edward VI. Notwithstanding the
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freedom to continue endowed prayers under Henry VIII, in some towns it appears
that demand for endowed prayers had already peaked. Among rich Londoners
forty-three percent endowed masses in 1479-86, but only thirty-six percent in
1523-5.1 37 By 1534-46 in London only twenty percent of wills requested
intercession. Of course not everyone followed London's lead, as we have
previously seen the North resisted the changes brought on by the Reformation.
In Lancashire ninety percent of wills contained bequests for intercession in
1530-9 falling to sixty percent in 1540-9. In general, the evidence indicates
overall support for intercession was substantial until about 1530, thereafter it

133 Scarisbrick, p 5.
134 Haigh, p. 202.
135 Woodward, p. 41 .
136 W .K Jordan, The Charities of London 1480-1660 (New York: Ruskin House,
1956), p. 276
137 Haigh, p. 37.
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entered an unmistakable and sometimes drastic decline.138 The available
evidence can thus leave little doubt that on the very eve of the religious upheaval,
the traditional apparatus of intercession continued to play a vital role in the lives
of individuals. "It was a central and flourishing feature of popular piety that was
soon to encounter hostility from the reforming regimes." 139 One of the most
profound effects of the Protestant elimination of Purgatory was to shrink the
community of souls to sever the relationship between the living and the dead.140
Obits (anniversary masses) were also still endowed and performed in the
early days of the Reformation, although on a much reduced scale. In 1537- 1541
seven percent of the testators wills proved in the Canterbury Prerogative Court
asked for Obits.141 Ironically, just prior to the Reformation, it was considered
heresy not to ask for intercession. The October, 1530 will of William Tracy of
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Gloucestershire was unusual for its time as it began with the suggestion that he
expected salvation only through his faith in Christ, he asked for no prayers or
masses. In November, 1530 his will was examined for heresy by Oxford
Theologians. Upon their findings, his body was exhumed and burned as the
corpse of an unrepentant heretic. 142 Had he lived another decade his corpse
would have been spared the insult.
Gifts and bequests for prayers began to fall away rapidly in number and
amounts quite precisely in 1537. Though some bequests for prayers continued,
they did so in sharply diminished numbers. In the period1541 -1550 only
one-forth of the number of people in the preceding decade explicitly asked for

138 MacCulloch, p. 215.
139 Marshall, p. 125.
140 Cressy, p. 396.
141 Bridgen, p. 388.
142 Haigh, pp. 70-1.
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prayers.143 Without a theological leg to stand on the monasteries crumbled and
the chantries no longer received money for burial and prayers. Within twenty
years the medieval structure of the church and its reason for surviving had been
dismantled and effectively destroyed.144 It would never return again even under
the Catholic leadership of Queen Mary. "The tragic failure of Mary Tudor is
suggested in the fact that in the decade she undertook to restore faith, bequests
for prayers fell steeply." 145
Sermons replaced masses at funerals. In this regard Londoners again led
the way to reform. As early as 1537 Humphrey Monmouth asked for services by
Crome at his funeral instead of a requiem thereafter. 146 Several Londoners
followed suit and asked for sermons from their favorite preachers in place of
masses.147 By the end of Edward's reign the practice had gained momentum.
Gilys Levyt's will of 1552 requests
"mynisters of the church to be synging or saying ye psalme of
Miserere with other good psalmes or prayers... and farther I will that
Sir John Starma or some other makde at my buryall daye a small
collaon of the scripture" _148
Some of the money previously used for masses went towards sermons instead,
which had the higher purpose of preaching God's word to the masses. Instead of
wishing for prayers for the departed, some citizens were determined to bring the
word of God to the living.149 This trend strengthened as the years progressed.

143 Jordan, p. 279.
144 Daniell, p. 197.
145 Jordan, p. 279.
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The wills of London's Elizabethan rulers reveal an increasing emphasis on
preaching the word in an ever more clearly Protestant context. 150
The Reformation, by curtailing money being spent for intercessionary
prayers, weakened further the increasingly shaky foundation of the Church. An
analysis of two thousand Cambridgeshire wills from the 1530s reveals a trend
where money for prayers and masses began to be entrusted to family members
or executors instead of public guilds or parish churches. 151 This alternative also
had its problems. The dying were well aware of the temptation of testators to
keep the money, or not fulfil their duties. The problem of greedy executors had a
long history. In an early description of St. Patrick's Purgatory one of the groups
of people punished were the executors for not fulfilling deaths will.152 Purgatory
could not longer be relied upon as an incentive to keep executors honest, but the
dying had to put their trust in someone, better a friend than the crumbling church.
Even before the Reformation the effectiveness of obits could not always be
relied upon. Obits had been neglected in the past because people could not be
bothered to attend. In 1531 Robert Atkinson left £50 to the skinners guild for a
perpetual obituary -- none was ever kept.153

Ironically, an example of faith in

the crumbling system is found in the 1545 will of Robert Burgoyne, who was an
auditor of the Court of Augmentations in charge of the dissolution of the
monasteries. His will left legacies to several churches for a huge number of
masses and provided for a chantry to be set up in his native Bedfordshire. 154 He
seems to have ignored the foresight which his job should have afforded him. His

150 Tyacke, p. 129.
151 Daniell, p. 196.
152 Ibid., p. 33.
153 Bridgen, p. 388.
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will was written a few weeks before the first act for dissolution of the chantries
was passed.
A lack of faith in the organized religion can be seen long before the
Reformation. Most obvious are the not uncommon references to an "honest
priest". Sir Bartholemew Rede, Mayor of London from1502-1503, left £280 for
prayers to be said by two "honest monks." Not much changed in eighty years, as
the 1582 will of William Haryot , formerly a Mayor of London, left £500 to secure
and maintain a chantry chapel and pay the stipend of an "honest chantry
priest".155 Ironically, even a chantry priest, Thomas Such of Dorney,
Buckinghamshire, felt it necessary to provide for an " honeste priste to doo singe
for the soule of master william butler, sometyme canon of the colledge of seincte
george in wyndesore, by the space of oon hoolle yere."156 Concern over the
abuses in the system seemed to pervade the existing religious structure, and
certainly could have contributed to its downfall. Yet for all those who appeared
dissatisfied, many people still considered the church a safe bet for salvation.
Those who were more concerned for their salvation than for the poor gave to
established masses rather than alms for the poor. They feared that their
instructions would not be followed after death and nothing would be given to the
poor on their behalf-- thus they would not receive prayers for their souls. 157 It
was not until the 1530s that benefactions for masses declined at all significantly,
and then from fear of future endowments rather than for real doubt of the efficacy
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of prayers for the dead. "It was the thieving of Henry VIII which was to undermine
endowed masses in England, not the theology of Martin Luther." 158
The suppression of monasteries had shaken confidence in the security of
endowments and bequests for obits and masses declined. What happened to the
money previously spent on masses and obits? Interestingly the poor benefited
from the redirection of funds. Many testators now left money to the poor directly,
often in expectation of prayers in return . In a sample of Northern wills the
proportion making bequests to the poor increased from about one-quarter under
Henry VIII to about one-half under Edward VI. 159 The Wills from Wells Register
One, entitled Liber Octavus, contains one hundred and ninety-six will proved
between 1543 and 1546 of which five direct bequests for the poor and thirteen
contain requests for prayers. The second register, entitled Liber Duodecimus,
contains three hundred and thirty wills (one hundred and sixty-three proved
between 1545/46 and the rest between 1554-56) Of the three hundred thirty wills
twelve mention specific devises to the poor, and only seven request prayers or
masses. 160 The shift is almost proportionately in favor of the poor.
While the poor enjoyed some benefit from the shift in loyalties, the crown
proved the great winner. After the dissolution of religious houses obits could no
longer be performed there-- so the endowments went to the crown. In a 1548
chantry survey over three hundred and sixty obits were still being performed in
London - all were dissolved for the crown.16 1 By an act of 1547, all properties,
rents and annuities providing stipends for chantry-priests were transferred to the

158 Haigh, p. 70.
159 Ibid., p. 172.
160 Dorothy Shilton and Richard Holworthy, ed. Medieval Wills from Wells
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crown, along with the funds of parish gilds and fraternities assigned to
•superstitious purposes.
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162 Marshall, p. 130.
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CHAPTER4
CHURCHES AND CHARITY

Toward the late 14th Century and in the 15th Century the parish gained
prominence as the chosen administrator of relief. "A testament of this period was
not complete without some provision towards the maintenance of the lights, bells,
fabric or poor of the parish." 16 3 It is now well established that early Tudor laymen
and women, from affluent aristocrats to those who barely had anything to leave
generally made bequest to religious causes, and especially to parish churches. In
the North of England more than seventy percent of testators left bequests to the
parish church in 1540-6, but that fell to only thirty-two percent under Edward VI.
In Lincolnshire and Huntingdonshire 2/3 of testators made benefactions to the
parish church in 1545 and only ten percent in 1550.164
The Reformation certainly had a ciear and dramatic impact on
benefactions to the Church. As wiirl other aspects of the Reformation, the
change did not fuiiy occur under Henry Viii, but carne to fruition under his
successor Edward Vi. Two wiiis of 1535 are representative of the eariy concern
for the church and its adornments. William Gybbyns, a farmer of Hambleton,
Rutland, bequeathed
"to the highe aulter in the church of Hamilden xxd; Item, to the rode
light iijs iiid" .165

163 Rubin, p. 245.
164 Haigh, p. 181 .
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Similarly, Richard Baven of Wooburn, Buckinghamshire bequeathed
"to the highe aulter of wooburn iiijd; item, to the rode light ~d ; item,
to saint Nicholas light ijd; item, to saint katheryn light iid".1 6
Even after Henry's death, provincial churches invested in the old ways and
continued to buy altar clothes and vestments and have roods and crosses
repaired. This supports the argument that "The overwhelming majority of the
English did not expect and probably did not want the Reformation which was
about to occur." 167 On July 31, 1547 the government of Edward VI issued its first
injunctions for the church. His success is evident in that during Edward's entire
reign "there is only 1 bequest registered in the commissary court for 20d for the
works of St Pauls". 168
The gentry did not use their money for general church repairs. They were
involved in parish church building which tended to center on the building of
chapels and aisles in which they chose to be buried.169 Their lack of enthusiasm
for the church can be found across the realm. In eight counties sampled the
number of churches and chapels with evidence of construction dropped from 129
in 1510-29 to 65 in 1530-49.17° The percentage of testators bequeathing funds
to parish churches declined rapidly. Some argue that an inclination to overlook
the church had formed before the Reformation. "The decline in benefactions was
greater than what one could reasonably expect the Reformation to have
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occasioned and affected even donations to church repairs and maintenance of
the clergy, to which no Protestant could object. "171
In addition to the falling off of bequests, there are indications of a waning
respect for the sacred buildings and their furnishings, these include examples of
expropriation and theft. 172 The church, with all its trappings, was no longer
revered.

The structure had crumbled under Henry VIII and been dealt its death

blow under Edward VI. The crown gained land and revenues , and the displaced
residents were left to themselves. Here and there among the wills of the period
we encounter nuns of gentle family settling down amid their nieces and nephews.
"Perhaps they were wiser than the few who took advantage of the Edwardian act
permitting marriage, only to be divorced a few years later by Queen Mary."173
Another time honored tradition which suffered under the Reformation was
that of pilgrimage. Often used as penance, pilgrimage to a holy land or shrine
could provide the traveler with merit. In addition to building up merit, pilgrimage
had a social benefit. "A pilgrimage broke down social barriers and could end up
with people of all sorts and degrees swapping stories - the processions bonded
the participants."174 Thus the disappearance of pilgrimages removed a potential
social leveler. Pilgrimage could be made either in person, or by proxy. While
more people made wills while preparing for a pilgrimage than left money to have
others go for them, 175pilgrimage by proxy was far from rare. "Not uncommonly
money was provided in wills to pay for this service - when it would be most

171 Scarisbrick, p. 188.
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needed. "176 A few people admitted in their wills that they had made pilgrimage
vows, but not fulfilled them. One testator insisted that his son go on a pilgrimage
"in my name, or failing that send someone else."177 Enlisting people to perform
a pilgrimage did not just extend to family members, in fact some people earned
their livings providing the needed service. Elizabeth de Burch, Lady Clare, left
five men-at-arms one hundred marks each, to fight in her name in case there
should be a crusade within seven years following her death. "Of course the merits
of their fights would accrue to their employer as they were receiving worldly
recompense."178 The need to accrue merit after death ended with the
Reformation as the belief that Christ alone provided salvation became the official
doctrine. Although it took several decades, pilgrimage eventually faded out.
The Canterbury shrine of Thomas Becket proved a popular pilgrimage
destination. Even in the age of Reformation, when medieval shrines were
destroyed and once holy bones scattered, the first two or three decades were
seemingly no different from all those which had gone before. People still
provided for Canterbury Pilgrimages in their wills. Even Henry VIII continued to
make offerings at Becket's shrine. In her will of 1536 Catherine of Aragon
provided for a pilgrimage to the shrine of the Virgin at Walsingham.179 The
celebrated shrine of St. Mary of Walsingham attracted the highest-born, and
Henry VIII made pilgrimages there in person.180 Henry VIII paid for a candle to
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be burned there for the last time in March, 1538 ironically, a few months later the
statue of the Virgin at Walsingham was taken to London to be destroyed. 181
When the destruction of the shrines began in earnest, a pattern emerged
of first discrediting a saint and then destroying relics and seizing the treasures for
the royal coffers. A fine example of this policy can be found in the crown's
treatment of Thomas Becket's shrine. Thomas Becket's trial for treason was
followed by the destruction of his shrine. The last recorded clearances of images
took place at St. Dunstan and Canterbury in 1549 and by 1550 Warfield in
Shropshire and Asburton in Devon had followed suit. "The campaign against
representation of saints had triumphed all over England". 182 Prior to the
Reformation the shrines may not have enjoyed the popularity they once had.
Evidence shows that income at St Cuthbert's tomb in Durham dropped from
about £35 a year in the 1380s to about £16 a year in the 1450s. Even the
popular Thomas Becket's shrine only received £36 in 1535 - after the jubilee of
1420 (200 years since translation) income there fell sharply and never revived.183
Perhaps the idea of pilgrimage had come and gone before the Reformation
sealed its fate. Like many other pre-Reformation traditions, the use of
pilgrimages continued to be used by its most ardent devotees. Complaints by
Reformers of the "English appetite for running from shrine to shrine" suggest the
taste for pilgrimage was still strong 184, even after the Reformation had destroyed
many of its destinations. Encouraged by governmental policies, Saints lost their
prominence during the Reformation. Saints appealed to the masses, as many
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were proof that ordinary men and women could matter and that the humblest
could be exhaulted. This view of life held a potential threat to the government.
The saints inverted norms, many female saints had defied both their husbands
and emperors - this could prove dangerous. 185 The government proved more
than eager to do away with the influence of Saints.
Few permanent chantries were endowed on the eve of the Reformation.
Reformers branded the chantries as superstitious and urged that money be given
to the poor instead. 186 Evidence suggests that the decline in religious legacies
proceeded faster at the top of the social scale than at the bottom. J.J. Scarsibrick
concluded that "the well to do were spending their money on conspicuous
consumption, their families, buildings and worldly displays as well as more secular
good works. "187 Among the secular good works was an increased interest in
charity and the challenge of finding a more permanent solution to the problem of
the poor and sick.
The Reformation did not change the nature of almsgiving as an essentially
religious duty. Likewise the disapproval of indiscriminate charity (begun before
the Reformation) continued.1 88 "From the last two decades of the 14th Century
onwards a growing number of wills seem to suggest that testators were becoming
choosy about their objects of charity." 189 As offerings and images were banned,
so penitential gifts were diverted to the less contentious use of the poor. London
led the nation in charitable giving, with a large portion of its total charitable wealth
established by bequest. A stunning 70.37% of London's benefactions were made
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by bequest.190 Interestingly, evidence suggests that men were in fact less
generous to charitable causes than their wives and daughters. 191 With the
traditional avenues of relief coming to an end, citizens stepped up to fill the void.
Charity did not cease during the upheaval of the Reformation. In fact, the amount
given during the two decades of religious revolution almost equals that given in
the previous six decades. 192
Wills, remain among the best sources for pious practice. Prior to the
Reformation the more cynical suggest that "men lived at their ease and when that
sad hour came made pious donations in their wills, as if they could corrupt and
win over by gifts God and the Saints."193 This view is not entirely without merit.
The religious attitudes of the period dictated that "salvation, like investment, was
a matter of debits and credits and in neither the temporal nor spiritual realm were
people willing to put all their eggs in one basket. "194 The major transfer of former
ecclesiastical wealth into lay hands during the Reformation meant that the donor
and bequest-making sector of society had acquired a larger share of the cake
and therefore had more to give to good causes. 195 The citizens certainly lived
up to the challenge of providing for the poor. Their wills provided a voluntary
source of income for the well-developed social services of medieval England. 196
Alms not only included gifts to churches, hospitals, and the poor, but also
included building roads and bridges and buying equipment for the defense of the
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country.

Ralph Wooten of Stoke-Goldington provides a fine example of civic

pride in his 1533 will, which states:
"to the towne to dyge stone for reparacyons of hye ways in the
towne and fyldes of Stokgoldyngton aforsayd for euer more.. "
"I bequeth to euery bryge with-in iiij myles of Stokegoldyngton afor
sayd one busshell of barley"197
Once the roads and bridges were built the government employed a taxation
system for their maintenance. 198 The Reformation was not the only factor
responsible for increased alms giving. Changes in pious practice are made more
complex by a variety of influences. Rising population and inflation in the middle
years of the Sixteenth Century made vagrancy a more pressing problem. "There
were others besides radical Protestants who could sympathize with Edwardian
concern for poor relief."199 Faced with an ever growing poor population,
Londoners had to come up with a solution.
Londoners came to realize early on that outright alms, such as funeral
doles had not relieved poverty at all, but rather bred it. While some held
stubbornly to the old ways persisting with lavish funerals with alms given to the
poor attendees, disciplined wealth and institutions arose to deal with the problems
of poverty systematically.200 Manifest even before the Reformation, this social
sensitivity continued to grow. From 1510 onwards charity frequently took the
form of capital sums placed under trusteeship which would ensure the permanent
i
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administration of income for worthy purposes envisioned by the donor . The
period 1511-1540 exhibited a marked increase in concern for the plight of the
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poor in London with over £11,000 given by benefactors and a heavier portion
than ever before going to endowments.

The pronounced quickening of giving

for the care of the poor during the Reformation decades led to over £21 ,000
being provided for their care, most of which was invested in enduring
endowments. 201 The wealthier citizens of London had already begun to re-think
their almsgiving before the Reformation, but the amount spent on care for the
poor undoubtedly heightened during the Reformation decades. Greater concern
for the needs of the poor occurred in the rest of the county as well, but London
clearly lead the way. Most of the larger donors held in view the whole needs of
the city when they formed their bequests, others spread benefit over many
parishes and still others to distant towns and counties (often the county of their
birth).202
Unfortunately, the crown did not match the generosity of London's citizens.
"For most of the time the Tudors patronized little of anything." Scarisbrick cites
the "failure of the crown to use the wealth that came into its hands as a result of
its destruction of the old church, for the lasting benefit of society, the poor, and
the needy" as the major scandal of the period. Yet even he concedes that there
were some "astonishing displays of scrupulosity" by the crown. 203 The statement
surely is intended as tongue in cheek, as the amounts given by the Crown could
hardly have made even the slightest dent in the royal coffers. The crown
continued to pay the sum of £6 1Os 6d to the poor of Cambridge in accordance
with a founder's wishes from the income of a former obit. 204 There are other
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examples of bequests being carried out by the crown. As recently as 1824,
Banbury still received the sum of £10 2s 6d a year from the crown for the
mainenance of twelve poor people in accordance with a bequest made
two-hundred sixty years earlier!205 Of course these few examples hardly show a
trend of generosity by the Crown.
Some suggest that the sheer scale of destruction of many welfare
providing institutions, as part of the English Reformation, was so great that even
the renewed volume of gifts and bequests by will makers was insufficient to fill the
shortfall that had arisen. This shortfall later led to taxation to secure welfare
funds in the Elizabethan poor laws.206 Not that people did not try to relieve the
stress, even the church had a hand in the new almsgiving. After the Reformation
the parish often provided trustees for the plethora of endowed charities which ran
almshouses and handed out doles. This continued until at least until the 19th
Century when administrative reform started to weaken secular functions of the
parish.207
Undoubtedly an interest in social rehabilitation grew during the
Reformation period. In London in the years prior to the Reformation only £8,429
15s was given toward social rehabilitation , whereas in the two decades of the
Reformation the amazing amount of £66,183 14s was given toward rehabilitation,
with the majority directed towards the hospitals. 208
Henry VII was responsible for the chief initiative in hospital development on the
eve of the Reformation. He believed that hospitals which ministered to the poor
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•were too few and inadequate and he was moved to improve the situation"_209
He intended to establish three new hospitals, however, only one, the Savoy, was
established by his executors. The Savoy set new standards for poor relief, one
hundred beds were provided for the poor who were to be admitted one night at a
time. Henry VII included a provision for a physician to call daily to tend to the
sick. Unfortunately the Savoy proved too expensive to allow imitation.2 10
Although the Savoy faced extinction during the Reformation, public awareness of
hospitals had begun to change.
Unfortunately Henry VIII did not inherit his father's interest in hospitals. In
fact he suppressed St James Westminster, pensioned off its inmates, and used it
for his palace - keeping only the name, St. James. Large hospitals with clergy,
which resembled religious houses, and the small institutions which had largely
turned into chantries were included in Henry VIlis valuation of church property.
As a result of the 1536 statute, which authorized the Crown to dissolve religious
houses having an income of less than £200, many hospital were dissolved_21 1
Edward VI did not introduce any measures for further dissolving hospitals and
neither did Mary or Elizabeth, consequently the working hospitals and
almshouses which had survived the dissolution's of Henry VIII survived into the
post Reformation era. By the 1560s London had lost five of its ancient hospitals,
but had acquired two new ones, in addition to several which had survived the
Reformation. 212
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London had many fine hospitals which found a place in the hearts of
testators. John Chelmyswyk of Shropshire provided for various hospitals in his
1418 will:
"I bequethe to the pore hospitales, that is to say, Seint Marie spitell
with-out Bishoppesgate, Bedlam, Seint Thomas in Southwert, Seint
Antonies Elsing spitell, Seint Bartil-mewes in Smyythfeld in London,
Seint Gyles beside Holbourne, that is to wete, to eueryche hospitll
to parte a-mong pore folk there xx s"213
Christ's Hospital, one of the "new" hospitals, served as a home and hospital for
orphan and foundling children. The good works of Christ's hospital appealed to
the generosity and aspirations of the entire community. Christ's hospital enjoyed
ever-increasing support from the citizens of London. Bethlehem Hospital, on the
other hand, failed to attract any real substantial single gift, being normally
remembered with relatively small bequests.2 14 St Bartholomew's hospital
provided for the care of the sick and also a received much generosity. During the
decade 1550-60 the contributions to St. Bartholomew's totaled £1,897 12s -- this
amount remained unmatched even in the four decades of the Elizabethan period.
The municipal authorities of London petitioned to have the city govern St.
Bartholomew's and in 1546 the king transferred title to the city of London.21 5
Charity became more secularized. " The founding of hospitals and care of
the sick was an accomplishment in which the citizens of London were pioneering,
not only for England, but for the Western world as they founded and financed a
great number of institutions under secular control dedicated to the care of the sick
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1541 -1560 only £1 ,264 2s was given for this cause an amount which declined
even further during the Elizabethan period.221 Still at one time dowries were
considered an acceptable form of charity and worth noting at least for its
quaintness.
Another form of charity which received a lot of attention in wills was relief
for prisoners. Everything in prison had to be purchased, beds, blankets, food ,
coal, candles, even beer. For the wealthy inmate prison life could be quite
comfortable, but for most life in the gaols was nothing short of torture. Those
who could not afford even the basics ran the risk of starving to death. Often
inmates were not hardened criminals, but those who were down on their luck and
in prison for debt. In theory all the prisons in the country belonged to the King,

I'

whether they were actually controlled by the sheriffs or by private individuals. In
keeping with the Tudor lack of charitable inclination, no grants were made from
the national exchequer towards their running expenses, not even towards the
maintenance of the prisoners in them.222 A universal fee system existed
throughout the country, although the amounts varied from prison to prison. "On
entering a gaol a prisoner paid an admission fee and if his sojourn there was
ended by pardon or acquittal, he was supposed to pay a release fee before he
could obtain a discharge. "223
In anticipation of the problems that could arise with such a system
Parliament passed the Gaols Act of 1532. The Gaols Act set forth that gaols
ought to be sited in populous places so that the largest sums could be contributed
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by the pious as prisoners alms. These sums, whether large of small, were
destined mainly to be spent on food. "Starvation was no doubt a prisoners
greatest peril and many testators specifically made gifts in meat and drink
accordingly."224 A 1520s testator instructed his executors to distribute during
the decade following his death a barrel of white herrings every Lent to prisoners
of Ludgate. The practice of leaving sums of money for the benefit of prisoners by
will grew up from the 14th Century. "By the early 14th Century it seems to have
been generally assumed that prisoners could not exist without alms. ~~225 In his
1437 will Richard Bokeland of London left:

l
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"to euery Prisoner beynge in Ludegate and Newegate iiij d; item to
the Abbottes prison of Westmynstre xx s; Item to the Prisoners of
the Flete xx s; Item to the Prisoners of the Marchalse xx s; Item to
the Prisoners of the Kynggis bench xx s~~226
As mentioned earlier, regular prison rations did not exist. "It was
customary when food was confiscated, for instance where if had been offered for
sale underweight or had contravened the stringent requirements of the City
guilds, to have it distributed to the needy prisoners in the gaols.~~227 Prison relief

I

provided a noble and worthy cause for the citizens of London. In the period
1480-1660 citizens of London devoted 1.84% of their charitable wealth to the
relief of prisoners. A good deal of local patriotism can be detected in the
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bequests. Londoners mostly recognized London prisons - Newgate above all
others. 228 Ludgate prison, also in London, had existed for over one-hundred fifty
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years by the time of the Reformation. Ludgate Gaol opened in 1378 and was
intended for the confinement of freemen and women from the city, including those
jailed for debt and less heinous offenses. Inside the gaol the debtor and criminal
prisoners were usually kept apart, but there was no additional segregation
according to age, record , or type of offense - most prisons even allowed male and
female inmates to mingle.229 An example of pre-Reformation charity toward the
London prisons is found in the will of Thomas Kneseworth. In 1514 London
Fishmongers, as trustees under Thomas Kneseworth's will, arranged for a
perpetual annual payment to Ludgate and Newgate prisons in London. The
amount due was still being paid in the late 19th Century !230
Customarily the gaol was divided into a "common side" for penniless
prisoners and a "masters side", where prisoners might obtain a graduated scale
of comfort and services according to the amount of rents they were paying.231
During the period 1480-1660 1.84% of the charitable funds of London went
toward prison relief. The inclination for prison relief began slowly, but grew
throughout the period. In 1480-1490 a total of £77 9s was donated to the care
and rehabilitation of prisoners, whereas the period 1531-1540 showed a marked
increase to £795 12s.232 During the Elizabethan age the flow of these
benefactions quickened even more. Certainly from the 14th Century onwards
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philanthropically-minded individuals were accustomed to make specific bequests
in their wills for the alleviation of distress among poor prisoners in gaols. 233
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